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Fish On: Pensacola's Red Snapper Fishery
By Jason T. Raupp

I

n an article he wrote in 1942 for The Ammican Neptune Fred
Hunt remembered fishing the Campeche Bank of the northern coast of the Yucatan in the "late 'teens" when the Pensacola
red snapper fleet was "the only big American deep-sea fishing fleet
using all-sail vessels exclusively." Though he admitted the fleet was
perhaps not as picturesque as it seemed to him at his "meeting salt
water for the first time," the Alabama native penned a colorful tale
of the men who plied the waters of the Gulf and drank away their
pay in the bars and saloons of Pensacola. In the course of his narrative, as he described the transition from sails to diesel-powered
engines, he also unwittingly provided a chronicle of the effect of
technology and the impact of a modern consumer economy on
the fishing industry.'

Jason T. Raupp received his Master's degree in History and Historical Archaeology
from the University of West Florida. He is currently employed as Technical Officer
in the Department of Archaeology at Flinden University, Adelaide, South
Australia. The author wishes to thank the faculty of the Department of History and
the Department of Anthropology at the University of West Florida for providing
editorial comments on early versions of this work. Thanks are also extended to the
historians at the Pensacola Historical Society and West Florida Historic
Preservation, Inc., as well as the archivists and librarians at the John C. Pace
Library. Funding for this research was provided in part through the Hal and Pat
Marcus Fellowship in Historical Archaeology. Special thanks to Ms Jennifer
McKinnon of Flinders University for her support and assistance in preparing this
article.
1. Fred Hunt, "Compeche Days," in Thirty Years of The American Neptune, edited
by Ernest S. Dodge (Cambridge, Mk. Harvard University Press, 19'72), 253266. Quote found on page 253.
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The emergence of Pensacola in the period 1880-1930 as the
self-proclaimed "Red Snapper Capital of the World" intersected
with national economic, technological, and social transformations
that propelled the fishing industry into modern business and labor
relations. As technology expanded the range and length of fishing
trips and ensured the freshness of deep sea catches, consumers
from the nation's interior demanded access to the ocean's products; the resulting threats to established fisheries mimicked environmental and conservation concerns elsewhere. The presence of
the Pensacola red snapper industry shaped the local economy and
intersected with national and international trends in business,
technology, labor, and trade relations. By the 1960s, a similar confluence of environmental, economic, and technological factors led
to the decline of the red snapper industry.
The fisheries of Florida's northern Gulf Coast are among the
least studied aspects of the state's rich maritime heritage. The first
attempts to document the origins of the regions fisheries appeared
in the bulletins and reports of the agents of the United States Fish
Commission. In the early years of the twentieth century magazines, such as Bliss QuarterZy, the Bliss Magazine Guide to Pensacoh
and Westem Flom'da, Common Sense: Devoted to Better Social and
Industrial Conditions, and The Pensacolian, committed to the promotion of Pensacola's economy and potential for growth, highlighted local fisheries in articles and essays. Occasionally, national
fishery publications, such as American Neptune, True: Fishing
Yearbook, American Fishman, or RovingFishennan, devoted space to
Pensacola's red snapper fishery. More recently, environmental historians have analyzed the confluence of nature, law and economic
development in pathbreaking studies such as Arthur F. McEvoy's
monograph on California fisheries. However, except for an occasional graduate thesis, tomes on the emergence of the New South,
and treatises on conservation and environmental issues fail to
include the Pensacola red snapper fi~hery.~This article fills that
gap by arguing that during its peak years (1880-1930) the
2.

Arthur F. McEvoy, The Fisherman's Problem: Ecology and Law in the Califnnia
Fish, 185@1980(Cambridge:Cambridge University Press, 1986). For exarnples of graduate work, see Charles Robert McNeil, "The Red Snapper Industry
of Pensacola, 18451965: An Historical Perspective,"(M.A. Thesis, University
of West Florida, 197'7), and David R. Baumer, "Fishing Vessels of the
Northern Gulf Coast Red Snapper Fishery," (MS thesis, East Carolina
University, 1991).
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Pensacola red snapper industry provides a window for understanding the transformation of Gulf Coast fishing from a local business to a modern industry with all the technological, economic,
and global implications that accompany such change.
Several factors explain the development of the fishing industry
in Pensacola. First, Pensacola Bay is unsurpassed on the Gulf in
expanse of anchorage area.J Second, deep water extends all the
Third,
way to shore, making it easy to load and unload ve~sels.~
this excellent natural harbor was improved by completion of railroad lines that connected Pensacola to the interior rail networks.
Finally, Dr. John Gorrie's crucial development of a process for producing ice cheaply revolutionized food tor age.^ The combination
of these factors provided the necessary ingredients to make the city
perfectly suited for the emerging red snapper industry.
As with other activities along the coast, fishing was an
important means of procuring food. Early naturalists and travelers recorded the importance of fishing to meeting the food
needs of indigenous people. Later white settlers also relied on
fish as an important source of protein. Noted naturalist and coowner of the Warren Fish Company, Silas Stearns explained
that, "For a long time the fishing in Florida was done by the
farmers and settlers for home consumption, while with the
growth of the larger towns and fishing industries arose simply to
supply the immediate neighb~rhoods.''~In time, however, the
discovery of a new fish species transformed the local fishery into
a booming economy.
In the 1840s, the crews of Pensacola pilot boats first noticed
the red snapper (Lutjanus campechanus) as they drifted offshore in
deep water. While awaiting ships in need of their services, crews
aboard these boats often fished to pass the time. Frequently fishers hooked into the fish, which they referred to as red snapper.
The name derives from the fishes' vivid red color and their habit
of biting at almost anything when hungry-a tendency that made
3.

4.
5,
6.

"Pinnacle of Prosperity is Pensacola's Prospect," The Pensacolian, I, no.11
(1911): 25.
"Pensacola Harbor," Common Sense: Devoted to Better Social and Industrial
Conditions, I, no. VII (August 2, 1902): 3.
Raymond B. Becker,John Gmrie, M.D.:F a t k @Air Conditioning and Mechanical
Refigeratirm (New York: Carlton Press, 1972), 15.
Silas Stearns, "Some of the Fisheries of Western Florida."Bulktin of the United
States Fish Commission Fm 1887 (Washington D.C.: Government Printing
Office, 1887), 465.
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fishing enjoyable. As Silas Stearns explained, "When the fish are
hungry they bite as fast as the lines are lowered to them and even
raise near the surface of the sea in their eagerness, biting at bare
hooks or anything that is offered. From this habit they have gained
the name of snappers."'
It did not take long for pilots to realize the snapper's potential as a food source and markets slowly developed to supply an
increasing local demand for fresh fish. Though the Civil War disrupted the development of the snapper trade for a brief time, a
taste for the red snapper continued to grow and a post-war
regional market centering on New Orleans emerged. During the
post war period New Orleans proved important to the develop
ment of regional fish markets because it was a place where people could be found who had". . . purses filled by the depreciated
currency of the day [and] who could afford the luxury of a baked
or boiled snapper."s Soon considered one of the finest edible
fishes, the demand for red snapper in the Gulf Coast markets
greatly i n ~ r e a s e d . ~
The first commercial efforts to market red snapper in
Pensacola began in 1871 when S.C. Cobb and Major John C. Ruse
established the Pensacola Ice Company. The company owned only
one fishing vessel and therefore contracted with experienced
deepwater fishers from New England to fish for red snapper.10
These fishers were happy to accept the work; winters spent working the warm waters of the south allowed them to avoid the potentially devastating storms of the North Atlantic. The vessels
employed were northern-built and ideal for the fishery because of
they had the necessary equipment to keep the catch alive until the
boat returned to port. Fishers had known for some time that fresh
fish, when packed in ice, shipped well, and remained in good condition for a long period of time. Importing ice cut from frozen

7. Silas Stearns, "Notes on the Red Snapper," Bulletin of the United States Fish
Commission For 1885 (Washington D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1885),
94.
8. Andrew F. Warren, "The Red Snapper Fisheries: Their Past, Present, and
Future," Proceedings and Papers of the National Fisheries Congress, (Washington,
D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1898), 331.
9. "History of the Red Snapper Fishery," Report of the Commissioner For 1885,
Bulletin of the United States Fish Commission (Washington, D.C.: Government
Printing Office, 1885), 82.
10. Zbid, 80.
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Gulf Red Snapper (Lutjanuscampechanus).

lakes in the North, however, was too expensive for use on ships
working in the Gulf." The "well-smacks" of southern New
England origin, which allowed the fishers to keep the catch alive
for days through the use of free-flooding live wells, proved more
suitable for the Pensacola fishery. These sailing vessels averaged
from 20 to 45 tons and 40 to 65 feet in length and required a crew
of six to ten men. The lifespan of the fish in the wells was quite
short and fish caught deeper than twenty fathoms usually died
because of the temperature difference. Trips to the snapper
grounds only lasted a few days, limiting the size of the catch, and
in turn, limiting the growth potential of the market. Due to
increasing popularity and demand for red snapper, these ships
could not keep up with the market.
When the industry began to use ice for preservation in the
1 8 8 0 ' ~fish
~ company owners realized that vessels equipped with
large iceboxes rather than live wells were much more efficient and
cost effective. They could store more fish and remain at sea for
much longer periods of time. Originating in northern New

11. A. Howard Clark, "Notes on the History of Preparing Fish for Market by
Freezing," Bulletin of the United States Fish Commission For 1887 (Washington
D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1887), 466. In the US, ice was first used in
the preservation of fish about 1842, and in 1845 fishing vessels began to take
ice to preserve their catch.
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England and known as "tight-bottomed" schooners, these
schooners proved the ideal transitional vessels.12
Known locally as smacks, these ships had sleek, deep hulls and
employed a fore and aft rig design that provided faster speeds and
easily covered greater distances.13 Loaded with 20 to 30 tons of ice,
smacks measured 70 to 100 feet in length, had an average displacement between 25 to 60 tons, required a crew of eight to ten
men, and allowed for catches ranging from 15 to 30 tons.14 The
increase in vessel size and design, as well as the practice of using
ice for preserving catches, allowed the fishers to make longer trips
to more distant grounds. Soon such schooners revolutionized the
red snapper fishery.
Once the Pensacola Ice Company demonstrated the economic potential of supplying ice to the local fishing industry, several
additional ice houses opened, and the red snapper fishery flourished. The two most notable of these were the Warren &
Company, which began operations in 1880 when A.F. Warren left
the Pensacola Fish Company, and E.E. Saunders and Company,
started in 1882 by Saunders and Captain T.E. Welles (formerly a
smack captain of the Pensacola Fish Company fleet.) l5 At least a
half dozen other fish houses opened over the years, but none
could compete with the hold on the industry that the Warren and
Saunders houses enjoyed due to the size of their respective operations. Both of these companies proved integral to the success of
the industry and in time became important commercial endeavors
in Pensacola.16
Icehouse entrepreneurs utilized the integrated national
transportation network and systematized their business practices
to maximize their profits and move fish effectively from the
ocean to interior customers. The two principal fish companies
12. "Vessels and Boats," Rqbd of the Commissioner Fm 1885, Bulletin of the Uniled
States Fish Commission (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1885),
67; David R. Baumer, "Fishing Vessels of the Northern Gulf Coast Red
Snapper Industry," (M.A. Thesis, East Carolina University, 1991).
13. McNeil, "Red Snapper Industry of Pensacola," 21. The term smack derives
from the sound of water smacking around in the live wells of well smacks. By
the turn of the century, all vessels employed in the snapper fishery were
referred to as smacks.
14. Bliss, Blks Magazine Guih to Pmucola (January 1899): 78.
15. "Snapper Fishery," 80. Major Ruse died shortly after the company opened,
and A.F. Warren purchased interest in the company and became a partner.
16. H. Clay Armstrong, ed., History of Escambia County, Flwida,(St. Augustine: The
Record Company, Printers, 1930), 148.
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maintained their own wharves for unloading the catches of their
smacks. Saunders & Co. owned the Palafox wharf and the
Warren Fish Co. owned the Baylen wharf. Both were centrally
located along Pensacola's waterfront and each of these structures
was sturdily built and included railroad spurs that connected
them to the recently developed local rail lines. By 1897 the
Louisville & Nashville and the Pensacola & Atlantic connected
the city to larger lines in Alabama that led to major cities in the
interior of the United States. The Pensacola fish houses shipped
thousands of tons of red snapper in refrigerator cars to branch
houses throughout the country, from New York City to Omaha,
Nebraska; these branch houses then distributed the fish by
express to local markets.17
Tum-of-the century Americans, increasingly aware of the
health benefits of certain foods, clamored for fresh seafood.
Pensacola's fish houses took advantage of low-cost print technology and aggressively marketed red snapper to an eager market.
Advertisements in magazines across the country touted the health
benefits of the fish. Red snapper was portrayed as a health giving
food that stimulated and formed the muscles and renewed the
brain-a claim that led to editorial debates on the merits of eating
fish and prompted one exasperated writer to remind everyone that
"fish could only assist, [it] could not create brains."18
Like their counterparts in other industries, fish houses and ice
houses also operated a number of ancillary businesses that
improved their profits. In addition to supplying their own fishing
fleet needs, icehouses sold to individual fishing smacks as well as
meeting the refrigeration needs of local merchants and citizens.
Fishmeal plants generated extra revenue through the use of the
parts of red snapper and other fish usually discarded after cleaning. These plants produced millions of pounds of fishmeal monthly and fish houses profited greatly from their products which were
used in making cooking sauces and feed for animals.
Throughout the 1880's, Pensacola's red snapper industry grew
at a steady rate, and, as was the case for other extractive industries,
a noticeable depletion in the numbers of fish on the local grounds
17. Chas. H. Bliss, "Railroads," Bliss' Quarterly Pasacoh of T a y , 111, no.3
(Janualy 1897): 37.
18. Chas. H. Bliss, "E.E. Saunders & Co.," The Bliss Magazine Guide to Pensacola and
Western %da.
(January1899): 80.
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was observed.lg The declining fishery alarmed state officials, as
well as members of the United States Fish Commission; who
sought new grounds to supply the demand for the fish, as well as
secure the future of the species.20 Fortunately, in the winter of
1885, the research vessel AZbatross discovered new snapper grounds
ranging south of Tampa to the Dry Tortugas. While these banks
helped infuse the market with a fresh supply of red snapper, the
discovery of fishing grounds off islands in the Bay of Campeche,
around the Yucatan Peninsula, initiated the greatest period of productivity that the industry had yet seen. The Campeche Banks
were located 450 to 700 miles south and southeast of Pensacola on
the far side of the Gulf of Mexico. The seemingly inexhaustible
quantities of fish obtained from both of these areas and the availability of larger smacks equipped for longer voyages led to regular
winter trips, lasting between two and four weeksa2'
By 1910, the main body of the Pensacola fleet fished the
Campeche banks year round, although some fishers continued
working the nearshore grounds (30 to 150 miles offshore of
Pensacola) and provided the local markets with fresh fish. Local
fishers employed small sailing vessels known as "Chingamarings"
or simply "Chings," which were ideally suited for this activity.22
Though much smaller in size, generally displacing less than 20
tons, chings were similar in construction to the schooner smacks.
Ching crews numbered between three and seven men, the length
19. Silas Stearns, "Fluctuations in the Fisheries of the Gulf of Mexico and the
Proposed Investigations of Them." BuIletin ofthe United States Fish Commksim
Fm 1883 (Washington D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1883), 467.
20. Very early in the history of the red snapper fishery, the state of Florida made
some effort to begin protecting Gulf fishes. A summary of the 1879 law is
found in a personal notebook kept by Silas Steams (in the Silas Steams
Manuscript Collection,John C. Pace Library, Special Collections). Beginning
"Legislature of Florida passed an act to protect food fishes," he cites the first
four sections of the law and states, "Sec. 5th, 6th, 7th, and 8th provide the
enforcement of this act (sic)."
21. Baumer, "Fishing Vessels of the Northern Gulf Coast Red Snapper Fishery,"
126. Baumer explains the vestigial usage of the tern smack in relation to larger vessels. "Technically the use of live well smacks ended in the 1880s, commercial red snapper fishermen continued to apply the term 'fishing smack'
to a majority of the larger vessels used in the industry until the 1940s - indicating the strength and the persistence of the southern New England influence on the Gulf of Mexico snapper and grouper fishery."
22. Fred Hunt, "Carnpeche Days - After Snapper from Pensacola," in Thirty Years
of the American Nqbtune, ed. Ernest S. Dodge (Cambridge, Mass.: Hanard
University Press, 1972): 253.
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Gulf of Mexico red snapper fishing grounds.

of an average trip was three to six days, and the catch ranged from
500 to 3000 pounds of red snapper.23
The basic methods employed to capture the red snapper
remained the same from the beginnings of the fishery through the
1950s. A.F. Warren, an expert on the subject of snapper fishing
and owner of the Warren Fish Company, provided an excellent
summary of this method in a paper presented to the National
Fishery Congress held at Tampa, Florida in January, 1898:
The fish are found by the continual throwing of a lead
line, carrying a baited hook. A man standing on the
weather rail, supporting himself by a hold on the main
shroud, swings the line, to which is attached a 9-pound
lead; he releases it as he swings it under and forward, and
23. Norman D. Jarvis, Fishmy for Red Snappers and Gruupers in the Gulfof Mexico. U.S.
Department of Commerce, Bureau of Fisheries, Investigational Report No. 26
(Washington D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1935), 7.
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lets it swing to the bottom, and 40 fathoms depth is
reached as the hand of the leadsman comes over the lead,
although the vessel may be moving forward 3 or 4 knots
per hour. If the fish are present and hungry, they snatch
the hook, and one is brought to the surface. As soon as a
bite is announced, a dory, with one man, provided with
fishing gear, is at once launched, and if the fish bite well
the smack is brought back to the spot and either anchored
or permitted to drift broadside across the ground. When
she drifts away from the fish, she is again worked to windward, and the same process is completed. This process of
sounding is sometimes followed all day without success;
and again, the fish are quickly found. Sometimes six men
will catch a thousand fish in a few hours, and other times
two or three hundred fish will be the limit of a day's hard
sounding and patient fishing.24
To catch the fish, the fishers used tarred-cotton hand lines of
one hundred fathoms in length, rigged with three hooks and a single lead weight of three to six pounds and baited with small salted
baitfish. Fishers knew that red snapper fed on certain kinds of formations known as "banks" and were always found around Mexico
where snapper banks were known, as well as all over the northern
Gulf of ~ e x i c o . *Rock
~ coral or gravel formations called 'lumps"
provided ideal feeding grounds for red snappers. Snapper feed on
crustaceans and various small fish, which were more abundant on
these spots than in surrounding areas.26 Because of the uneven
nature of the snapper grounds other methods of fishing such as
trawling with a net were not considered practical, and snapper had
to be caught by hook and line.27
The men who comprised the crews of the smacks plying the
trade were diverse in origin and generally rough in character.
Early in the history of the fishery 'Yankee fishers" who arrived
aboard New England well smacks dominated the trade. However,
24. Warren, "The Red Snapper Fisheries,'' 333.
25. Chas. H. Bliss, "The Fish Industry," Bliss' Magazine: Guide to Pensacola... Facts
for Twrists, Pleasure SeekersJ Sportsmen, Home S e e k , and Investms, VI, no.1
(Apfil 1900): 99.
26. Jams, Fishery for Red Snappers, 5.
27. Silas Stearns "Notes on the Fisheries of Pensacola, FLA." BuUetin of the United
States Fish Commission Fm 1887 (Washington D.C.: Government Printing
Off~ce,1887), 76.
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as the fishery expanded into a Pensacola-based operation, most of
the New England fishers returned home and polyglot crews consisting of Italians, Scandinavians, Minorcans, French, Spanish,
Greeks, and others, became involved in the business.28 Most of
these men arrived in Pensacola aboard larger transoceanic ships
and had either been paid off or jumped ship and decided to base
themselves in ~ e n s a c o l a .Interest
~~
in the kinds of men employed
in the fishery appeared very early in its history. In a letter
addressed to Silas Stearns, dated August 5, 1879, an official of the
United States Fish Commission explained the need for reliable statistics about the value of the Gulf fisheries for the year 1880, and
predicted that, "Next in importance will be the study of the fishermen and social and physical c o n d i t i ~ n . " ~ ~
Known as "motley crews" of nomads, usually with no domestic
ties, it was not long before sailors and fishers developed a reputation around the city as "ne'erdo-wells" when at port.31 Local stories depicted the men as spending most of their shore time
drinking in the bars along Palafox Street and frequenting the
brothels of Liberty Street. Though alcohol abuse was viewed as a
scourge among these men, like natural catastrophes, it also was
considered an occupational hazard. As one captain put it, "The
cheap wine they sell in those Palafox bars is a bigger menace to the
snapper industry than any h ~ r r i c a n e . "It~ was
~ not uncommon for
fishers to spend their entire "lay," or wages received as their share
of the catch, within the first night or two at port.33
Due to the perceived unreliability of the fishers as employees,
a captain could never count on the same crew to return for the
28. "The Fishermen," Report of the CommissionerFor 1885, 66-67,
29. No record of females working aboard snapper fishing vessels was found during archival research.
30. Letter from an unknown United States Fish Commission official to Silas
Steams, dated August 5& 1879. Silas Steams Manuscript Collection, John C.
Pace Library, Special Collections.
31. "Pensacola," Harper's Weekly, 18 October 1884, 692.
32. Wyatt Blassingame, "They Sail From Hangover Harbor," TW: Fishing Yearbook,
1958, 54.
33. Stearns, "Examination of the Fisheries in the Gulf of Mexico." Bulletin of the
United States Fish Commission For 1885(Washington D.C.: Government Printing
Office, 1885), 285. The lay refers to the share of the catch, which was uaditionally the way that the men were paid for their services. An average fisherman could expect to earn between twenty-five and seventy dollars per trip,
unless it resulted in a "broker" (no fmh caught), and then they received one
large snapper that they might sell for a dollar in Pensacola.
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next trip. In general, as soon as the fishers received their lay, they
left the smacks retaining no allegiance. For this reason smack c a p
tains resorted to whatever means necessary to secure a crew.
Common practices included coaxing the men into a trip with free
alcohol the night before heading out, a custom known as shanghaiing.34 The latter practice involved getting fishers drunk
enough to pass out aboard the smack; when the fisher awoke at sea
he had no choice but to make the trip. "Hangover harbor" was
.~~
the life of fishsoon a common nickname for ~ e n s a c o l aPerhaps
ers was best summed up by Silas Sterns who observed that, "Storms,
adverse winds, and currents affect the business of the fishers very
much, and at best theirs is a hard, disagreeable life."36
Over time the combined problems of declining fish populations, lack of dependable crews, and natural catastrophes took
their toll on the red snapper industry. Several noteworthy events
occurred in the early twentieth century that slowly drained the
life out of the fishery. One major problem that damaged the
industry was the Mexican government's claim to ownership of the
Campeche Banks. Mexico contended that the accepted threemile rule for international waters included the islands in the Bay
of Campeche. Despite warnings, American fishers continued to
work these waters. Some defended the practice, as one Mobilebased captain did by claiming that he had at no time received
warning from the Mexican government as to alleged poaching
and that the boats of his company had not encroached upon
Mexican waters unless that government was justified in a claim of
jurisdiction over all waters inside a line drawn from the Rio
Grande and the Yucatan Peninsula." 37 Nevertheless the Mexican
gunboat Vera Cruz confiscated the fishing smacks Silas Steams of
Pensacola and D.L. Taften of Mobile, Alabama, off Aloranez reef
(northwest of Yucatan). Charging the crews with illegal fishing
in Mexican waters, officials held them at Progreso, Mexico, with-

34. Graham Blackburn, The f i m h k 111ustrated Dictionary of Nautical T m .
Woodstock, New York: The Overlook Press, 1981), 278. Blackburn provides
an adequate definition for this practice. "A term which originated in America
in the nineteenth century, and which refers to the practice of taking a sailor
to sea against his will. This was usually done by rendering him insensible with
alcohol and carrying him aboard a ship in need of extra crew."
35. Hunt, Campeche Days, 1 1-12.
36. Steams, "Notes on the Red Snapper," 94.
37. "Consul Reports," The Daily Nms (Pensacola),3 May 1906, 4.
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out communication while the government confiscated the vessels
and fish in the ice bins.38
When word of the seizures reached Pensacola, the Warren
Fish Co., owners of the Silas Stearns, obtained the assistance of
Senator Stephen Mallory, Secretary of State, Eilihu Root and the
Consul General at Progreso, Mexico. Through the combined
diplomatic efforts of these men, the Mexican government
released all of the crews to the Consul General's custody but
required them to remain in the country until the trial.3g The
company finally resolved the issue by proving that the red snapper is a deep water fish that was not caught inside the line of the
keys, which the Mexican government considered sovereign propertym40Ultimately, the American commercial fisheries retained
the right to continue fishing the banks; in exchange the Warren
Fish Co. left the Silas Steams in the custody of the Mexican government.
Like other Progressive-era industries, the red snapper business
experienced widespread worker discontent that occasionally produced strikes against owners of fish and ice houses. Local fish
workers established an independent fishermen's organization to
address their contention that the prices paid in Pensacola did not
meet prevailing standards elsewhere in the Gulf fish market^.^'
Newspaper reports suggest that the fishermen's union and the
strikes they endorsed were disorganized; with no official notification to the fish houses, firms often had to draw their own conclusions about strike activity based only on the failure of fishers to
report for work. Lively debates sometimes occurred in the local
newspapers where representatives of each side of the issue provided statistics and information in support of their respective position~.~*
38. "Seizure of Smacks," The Pasacoh Daily News,11 May 1906, 1.
39. "The Crew Released," %Daily News (Pensacola), 5 May 1906, 1. A telegram
message reported in the local newspaper reads, "This is taken to mean that
the crew has been given liberty for the present and will remain under the protection of the of the American representative until the authorities of the
country can decide upon the matter of boundaries."
40. "Owners Talk Over Seizure of Smacks," The Pensacoh Daily Nms,15 May
1906, 1.
41. "Fishermen Peacefully Proceed with Strike," The Pensacola Journal, 1'7
September 1919,2.
42. Such a dispute was carried on in The Daily News (Pensacola) from 26
December 1901 through 30 December 1901.
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For the most part, fishing crewmen supported their union,
although strike breakers occasionally attempted to outfit smacks
for trips to the snapper banks. In one such occurrence a crew of
men attempted to ice a smack for a trip before the strike had
been settled, and a "free-for-all on Baylen wharf" ensued, resulting in the arrests of several of the men involved. The captain
and crew of the smack stated that they, "had no desire to antagonize the organization, but it seemed as if no settlement would
ever be made and he decided to sail," because he was in need of
a li~elihood.~~
The effects of strikes were often paradoxical. The longer
these strikes remained in effect, the greater the financial losses
for the fish houses, an outcome that limited their ability to raise
the wages of the fi~hers.'~The fishers, however, thought that
because the fish houses were under contract to produce fish for
distant markets, striking would surely achieve their goals. A stip
ulation included in the contracts made by the Pensacola fish
houses with buyers in other cities, however, stated that strikes did
not constitute a breach of contract.45 Therefore the outcome of
strikes often depended on which group held out the longest.
When bargaining groups finally resolved the strikes, the men
quickly returned to the docks to prepare the smacks for trips to
the banks; the news caused general rejoicing throughout the
While on strike, fishers sought work in other professions.
Several contemporary newspaper accounts of the strikes
describe examples of men finding employment in other trades.
For example, one account related that the striking fishers easily
found work on the railroad docks, earning wages equal to or better than those aboard the smacks. In a 1901 strike, "...from 50
to 100 are daily employed at the railroad docks in which work
most of them are proficient. Just at this time there is reported a
great scarcity of skilled cotton screwmen (sic) on the docks, and
as a great many fishermen are peculiarly fitted for this line of
work." Apparently, the men were well suited for this type of

43. "Fishermen are Belligerent,"The Daily Nms (Pensacola),14January 1902,4.
44. "Fishermen on a Strike," The Daily News (Pensacola), 2'7 November 1901,4.
45. "Smacks Put in Anchorage," The Daily N m s (Pensacola), 30 November
1901, 1.
46. "Fishermen'sStrike is Off," The Daily Nms (Pensacola),16January 1902, 4.
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labor and were thus often indifferent to the resolution of the
strike.47
Fish houses commonly made use of the extended periods of
time that the smacks spent at port to haul the vessels out of the
water and perform maintenance and repairs. Furthermore, in
order to protect the vessels from damage sustained from toredo
worms, or shipworms (teredo navalis), fish houses sent many fishing vessels to "sweet" water (fresh or brackish), such as the
Escambia and Blackwater Rivers, soon after the labor strikes
began." Ships were moored or anchored at various locations not
considered hazardous to navigation. Sometimes this decision
proved misguided. Shirley Brown, a ninety-year-old Pensacola
resident and longtime owner of Brown's Marine noted that unexpected damage to the vessels sustained by "salbugs" was often
irreparable and some ships were abandoned. The salbug, an
insect that thrives only in brackish water, attacked the hull timbers of the vessels, quickly damaging them more than would the

f hip worm.'^
In 1914, decreased demand for red snapper and other expensive food fish forced the fish houses and the Fishermen's Union to
agree to limit the catches on each smack. Laborers and owners
reached this agreement only after the fish houses proposed to
reduce the price paid for the fish from four cents per pound to
three. While this proposal was an attempt to stabilize the shaky
market, the fishers did not find the reduction in price acceptable
since their share of the profit for the trip depended on the higher
market prices. Fishers feared that when the demand returned, the
price paid to them would not increase. The union and management reached a compromise that limited the catch to two thousand pounds of snappers and five hundred pounds of groupers for
each man aboard."50 Although the imposition of limits on the
catch marked a definite decline in the industry, the new situation

47. "StrikingFishermen Seek Work in Other Lines," The Daily News (Pensacola),
18 December 1901,4.
48. "Fishermen Win in Strike Here," The PensacolaJournal, 13 December 1919, 3.
49. Shirley Brown, interviewed by the author, Pensacola, FL, 14 October 2002.
Brown is the owner of a Pensacola shipyard in operation for over 50 years.
His experience in various commercial maritime activities is a result of lifetime
of involvement.
50. "Limit Catches Red Snappers and Groupers," The Pensacola Journal, 17
November 1914,4.
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did not deter the fish houses and local media from continuing to
advertise the success of the fishery.51
Economic fluctuations were not the only problems Pensacola
fishers faced; occasionally the city's location on the northern Gulf
Coast caused trouble for the red snapper fishery. Natural forces,
especially hurricanes that commonly developed in the Gulf of
Mexico, were always a threat at the end of each summer.
Unfortunately for the snapper industry, hurricanes occurred with
some frequency during the period 1906 to 1926; each of the major
storms devastated the city both physically and economically. The
storms caused disruptions in the red snapper fishery through the
destruction of the wharves and smacks, decreases in demand after
the catastrophes, the loss of fishing grounds, and a general decline
in the snapper populations.
Manmade crises also affected the viability of the snapper
industry. Two world wars proved especially harmful to the industry, although the beginning of World War I temporarily increased
the demand for red snapper. 52 This initial boom reverberated
through the nation's economy due to increased demands for
goods to support the war effort. But many fishers soon left the
snapper industly to join the military or to earn the higher wages
paid by the merchant marine. Ultimately, the draining of the labor
force for the war effort created a depression that resulted in further declines within the fish industry.
After World War I, the markets stabilized and demand for
snapper returned. While some noticeable revitalization in the
industry occurred throughout the 1920s, the regrowth was short
lived. During the post-war years internal combustion engines,
commonly known on the Gulf of Mexico as builgines, were
introduced to the fleets, and the industry was no longer solely
dependent on sail power. Like many such transitions, the disappearance of the sailing ships was not viewed positively by
many fishers. As Fred Hunt recalled, "In the early twenties the
chugging builgines began to befoul the Campeche horizon with
51. "A Visit to Pensacola,"Pensacolian,January 1915: 25. This article begins with
a discussion of Pensacola's finer points, one of these being the snapper fishery, which reportedly paid out over $1,000,000 each year to those who navigate the f ~ h i n gschooners.
52. McNeil, "RedSnapper Industry in Pensacola." Due to the lack of information
available pertaining to the later years of the red snapper fishery, McNeil's
work provided most of the information about the years 1920-1950.
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its scrawling black trails; and by the end of the decade there
were but few Pensacolamen left whose in'ards (sic) were not
retching with greasy power plants.n53 Still, there were those
who pointed to increased efficiency afforded by the motor
power and viewed the noticeable increase in the catch as cause
for hope that there would be a return to the prosperous days of
an earlier era. Unfortunately for the fish houses, the Great
Depression soon followed, which caused the bottom to drop out
of the fishery.
World War I1 also contributed to the decline of the industry. As with World War I, the fishery suffered due to the loss of
labor to the war effort. However, the effects of the war combined with several other factors to doom the industry. In the
early years of the twentieth fish houses benefited from technological and business innovations, but in the post-WWII era,
these businesses now appeared as out-of-step as new competitors emerged. The old business mechanism that centered on
rail-based purchasing and distribution now proved too costly.
Trucks replaced rails, and fish peddlers bypassed the need for
fish houses to deal with consumers directly. As one analyst
explained "the trucker is independent of express rates and train
schedules, acting as buyer, distributor, and retailer, which
results in a considerable savings in cost." Moreover, one technological innovation initially had a depressing effect on the fish
market: consumers refused to buy frozen fish. The prejudice
against frozen fish was "thought to have originated in former
years when partly spoiled or improperly frozen fish were put on
the market."54 All of these issues contributed to the demise of
the red snapper industry.55
By the early 1960s, the red snapper industry that gained such
fame for Pensacola had all but collapsed. Despite repeated
attempts to revitalize the fishery, the downward trend proved
irreversible. Inventions such as handcranked and mechanical
reels (used for hauling fish to the surface), depth recorders,
diesel engines, and radios might have helped the industry if
introduced a few decades earlier, but increases in the number of
vessels from other Gulf Coast ports plying the trade and further
53. Hunt, CanapecheDays, 253.
54. Jarvis, Fishery far Red Snappers, 23.
55. McNeil, ,,Red Snapper Industry in Pensacola,"41.
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declines in red snapper populations brought to an end
Pensacola's dominance of the red snapper.56 As control of the
markets shifted from Pensacola, new fleets were built in coastal
communities which had until this time been subsidiary to
Pensacola, such as Pascagoula, Mississippi, and Mobile, Alabama,
as well as Destin and Panama City, Florida. The "Snapper Capital
of the World" returned to its humble origins when a few vessels
fished to supply a small, local market.

56. James C. Cato and Donald E. Sweat, "Fishing: Florida's First Industry." 34.
Confon Jhida's Maritime Heritage, ((Cainesville, Florida: Florida State
Museum, 1980), 34.
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